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bacKground to era events at uce bIrmIngham
Since 2001, our academic support team has organ-
ised electronic resources awareness events (ERAs) 
at	Kenrick	Library,	targeted	specifi	cally	at	aca-
demic staff. The implicit aims of these events have 
been to increase academics’ awareness and under-
standing of library-provided electronic resources 
and to encourage the cascading of awareness and 
understanding onto their students. 
The format of ERA events has varied from a pro-
gramme of informal drop-in sessions, held over 
the course of a day, to a single long lunchtime or 
a	series	of	specifi	c	sessions	held	from	12	to	2pm	
over a week. Typically, the total number of attend-
ees over the course of an entire week-long event 
has been very low (31 in 2004, 30 in 2005) in terms 
of the potential audience of 700+ staff. It was 
increasingly felt by library staff that the efforts 
outweighed	the	benefi	ts.
The team agreed that, for late 2006, a fresh 
approach was needed to improve the market 
penetration of the ERA event. An open invitation 
already sent to heads of schools, offering indi-
vidual	programmes	tailored	to	the	specifi	c	needs	
of their academic staff, had met with no response. 
The team believed what was needed was a more 
focused programme, following some of the pat-
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terns of earlier years’ events, while re-invigorating 
the format.
InnovatIons Introduced and the new format
The project manager
We had recently introduced a new initiative to 
designate a member of the academic support team 
as a functional project manager on larger shared 
tasks. For the ERA event for late 2006 this duty fell 
to the author, and involved leading the prepara-
tion and delivery of the event in partnership with 
our electronic services librarian. In addition to this 
innovation in the organisation of ERA, several 
other elements of the event were approached 
afresh.
Target audiences
While the annual ERA event has historically been 
considered our main vehicle for user-education of 
academics and staff in other central services, we 
also wanted to make library staff’s CPD (Continu-
ing Professional Development) an objective of 
the event, opening up the invitation to encourage 
the participation of library assistants and pre-
professional staff and to allow for cross-training 
of professionals who staff enquiry and reference 
service points.
format and content of the sessIons and selectIon of 
venue
Format
We offered a scheduled programme of more 
structured sessions and demonstrations focusing 
on particular services and subject areas. This pro-
grammed approach would also maximise library 
staff’s time, requiring only one or (at most) two 
hours’ time from each presenter, in addition to 
the continued presence and support of the project 
manager and electronic services librarian. A full 
schedule of the demonstrations and presenters 
was provided in an invitation (pictured) so that 
potential attendees could arrange to speak to a 
named member of library staff or attend a session 
of particular interest to them.
Content
We wanted to make this year’s event a must-see 
for as many staff as possible, so we asked present-
ers to emphasise alerts, RSS and other current 
awareness features, to ensure that ‘old hands’ 
who were familiar with the basic functionality of 
the services would not only get a refresher but 
also learn something new. The December timing 
of the event also provided us with another avenue 
of communication for our imminent switchover 
from Classic ATHENS to ATHENS DA.
We decided on a mix of the familiar:
• TalisList and our own digital library, UCEEL, 
as well as a session advising academic staff 
on using electronic materials under the 
Copyright Licensing Agency (CLA) digital 
licence 
•	 key	subject-specific	databases	–	where	we	
have a great deal of knowledge readily avail-
able through our academic support team, 
such as Westlaw, Ovid’s suite of services, 
ABI/Inform and our databases for the prop-
erty, construction and planning area
alongside the less familiar:
• multi-disciplinary services such as Web of 
Science, zetoc and our reference services, 
Oxford Reference Online and xreferplus 
which, because of their cross-disciplinary 
nature, tend to be less frequently demon-
strated to staff and students.
A neutral venue
Although the Perry Barr campus is not large, we 
had experienced a resistance from academic staff 
to leave their buildings and visit the Kenrick 
Library to attend events. We therefore booked a 
neutral	venue	–	the	staff	and	student	develop-
ment	department’s	flexible	learning	centre.	This	is	
an attractive new suite in a faculty building with 
interactive whiteboard, small round tables and a 
complement of wireless laptops for trainees.
tImIng and publIcIty for the event
Over the years, the scheduling of ERA events 
has been moved around the academic calendar 
to try to cater for the largest possible numbers of 
attendees,	but	it	has	proved	difficult	to	identify	
whether the optimum timing for such an event is 
during term-time (when staff are on campus, but 
may well be too busy with students) or vacations 
(when some staff are absent, but those remaining 
to prepare classes or conduct research will have 
reduced contact time). The event was sched-
uled	on	weekdays	12–2pm	from	Thursday	14	to	
Wednesday 20 December, overlapping the last 
week of autumn term and the start of the winter 
vacation.
With regard to publicity, mass e-mailing of staff 
felt impersonal and unwelcoming. In the past, 
responses	had	increased	when	printed	flyers	or	
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posters were put in internal mailings, but this had 
only been attempted for small target audiences, 
such as for new staff only. An internal mailing to 
the staff for the whole of the Perry Barr site (close 
on 750) was a considerably larger undertaking. It 
had also been noted previously that freebies had 
made a positive impact and they were felt to be 
a useful tool in drawing in attendees. The idea of 
a seasonal (strictly non-denominational) celebra-
tion of electronic resources now formed the basis 
of the publicity, with all academic staff receiving 
a gift or goodie bag including an invitation and 
freebies.
Commercially produced gift bags proved pro-
hibitively costly, but an effective and inexpensive 
solution was to use the university’s standard 
white A4 envelope, printed with an original 
design in a seasonal red and white. This was 
commissioned from an external design consultant 
who had been used on other library projects. An 
address label was applied, but no hints as to the 
contents or the nature of the mailing were given 
on the envelopes, to encourage recipients to open 
them. Inside these intriguingly lumpy envelopes 
was a selection of appropriate freebies generously 
sent by our service providers: BEI (British Educa-
tion Index) pencils and pads for education lectur-
ers; Ovid’s fantastic/gruesome organ-shaped 
stress-busters for health academics; Grove’s cray-
ons for the creatives; and, of course, posters and 
user guides for the resources appropriate for all, 
such as Web of Science, Oxford Reference Online 
and so on.
Also included in these envelopes was a welcom-
ing invitation with a design matching that on 
the envelope. Attached to each invitation was 
a	tear-off	confi	rmation	slip	intended	to	help	us	
predict numbers and even anticipate the research 
interests of likely attendees at each session.
The signage for the event followed the same 
design	themes,	to	add	a	professional	fi	nish-
ing touch to the event. In addition to the print 
mailshot the invitation was downloadable1 and 
placed on our news web page and intranet site 
and in our staff newsletter. Similarly, a standard 
piece of copy was produced, allowing faculty and 
subject librarians to publicise the event via e-mails 
and boards of studies.
what dId we learn? (IncludIng the fIndIngs from 
attendees’ feedbacK)
Attendance remained as low as in previous years 
(just 29 attendees across the 10 sessions), and a 
signifi	cant	proportion	of	those	attendees	were	
library, rather than academic, staff. Brief feedback 
forms were collected at the end of each session, 
with numbers of responses to each question vary-
ing slightly, up to a maximum of 25 responses, 
some of which came from library staff rather than 
academics.
When asked to suggest how the event could be 
improved, the perennial problem of timing was 
still in evidence: ‘Try different times of the year.’ 
When	asked	specifi	cally	about	the	timing	of	the	
event, just under a third of respondents thought 
they	would	fi	nd	it	useful	if	the	library	ran	the	
event annually in December, with a further 41% 
saying it would be useful once a term (rather than 
just once a year): unsurprisingly, amongst those 
staff attending there is a perceived need for train-
ing in library resources. Just 14% expressed the 
view that other times of year were preferable to 
December, with November, January and February 
suggested. The small numbers of attendees were 
commented upon without any prompting: ‘Shame 
more academic staff were not present’; ‘More 
attendance by academic staff could help with get-
ting the message over to students.’ 
A couple of responses indicated early on that orga-
nising the sessions into a scheduled programme 
with	defi	ned	content,	rather	than	as	the	drop-in	
format of old, had actually partly worked against 
us. A mix of structured sessions and open drop-
ins may be the way forward.
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Feedback followed the pattern of previous years: 
attendees responded very favourably to the 
sessions, reporting them ‘a useful introduction/
update’ to electronic resources; 24 respondents 
(96%) felt that the event had expanded their 
knowledge of library services. As in previous 
years, those who had attended appreciated con-
tact with library staff and their expertise, coming 
away with high opinions of the event: 36% gave 
it the top score of 10 out of 10; 48% gave it a 9; the 
remaining 16% rated it an 8. Similar high scores 
were reported for the range of resources, the way 
they were demonstrated and the extents to which 
attendees’ expectations were met. When asked 
to identify one thing that they would follow up 
or use at work, attendees reportedly found value 
across the whole range of the sessions offered, 
encouraging us that we had selected the session 
content correctly.
No positive impact from the mailing and gifts 
alone	could	be	identified	in	terms	of	raising	num-
bers of attendees. More respondents reported that 
they had found out about the event via their fac-
ulty librarian (40%) or e-mail (28%) than via the 
mailshot	and	gifts	(16%)	–	although	the	e-mails	
were sent out prior to their receiving their ‘gift bag’ 
and invitation. In additon:
• 68% said e-mail was one way they would 
like to be kept informed about new library 
services, while 28% saw their faculty librar-
ian as another means of communication. 
• 20% included web pages as one means of 
finding	out	about	new	library	services.
•	 20%	felt	that	internal	print	mail	–	which	
would	include	our	mailshot	–	was	another	
way they would like to receive details of new 
library services.
Despite our disappointment with the low atten-
dance	figures,	the	small	numbers	of	attendees	
were seen by attendees as a strength: ‘Small 
groups,	so	you	can	look	at	areas	which	are	specific	
to your needs’ provided the opportunity ‘to ask 
questions’ and offered ‘good support’. Indeed the 
small numbers resulted in the creation of an infor-
mal, sociable, user-oriented setting: ‘Friendly staff’ 
had	‘tailored	the	course	to	meet	specific	needs	of	
audience’.
dawn of a new era?
While the marketing side of the project was felt to 
be	successful	in	raising	the	profile	of	the	library’s	
services, the user-education objectives of the event 
were only achieved on a very small scale. Infor-
mal feedback suggested that academic staff were 
engaged by the innovative publicity but the low 
number of attendees suggests that they remained 
unconvinced that attendance was important. Our 
main conclusions are as follows:
Publicity
While	the	final	publicity	materials	were	recog-
nised as being of a very high standard, the process 
of commissioning designs, getting quotes, having 
envelopes and invitations produced and gift 
packs assembled was time- and staff-intensive. 
Delays in design and production meant that the 
mailshot was an all-consuming business. We 
made a decision to send an interim e-mail to all 
staff (‘Watch your post-tray … for the full pro-
gramme and details of how to book your place’), 
so that they were primed for the arrival of the 
print publicity and their gifts. Though the plan-
ning for this December event began back in July, 
even longer lead-times in the planning process 
would be recommended for future events involv-
ing third-party-produced publicity materials. We 
considered sending supplementary publicity in 
the form of daily e-mails during the week the 
event was running, though feelings were that they 
might be perceived as ‘nuisance’ e-mails. Daily e-
mails should be considered for future events, but 
with one eye on making them appear as friendly 
and non-coercive as possible.
Changes to the event
While we had made changes to the organisa-
tion, format and timing of the event, none of 
these	factors	made	a	significant	impact	in	terms	
of numbers of attendees over that of previous 
years, which had involved relatively smaller-scale 
efforts. Perhaps a more fundamental question 
needs to be answered: ‘Is an objective of deliver-
ing user-education to large numbers of academic 
staff a valid objective?’ Should we continue offer-
ing user-education to academic staff or would 
resources be better deployed delivering to other 
audiences? A larger-scale survey of academic staff 
across UCE Birmingham may be needed to iden-
tify the perceived needs for user education across 
the body of academic staff as a whole.
Hooking into ‘mandatory’ academic activities
Despite the considerable efforts taken, many aca-
demic staff chose not to attend, possibly because 
they did not perceive the programme as contribut-
ing to the success of their core activities of teach-
ing and research, nor to the two mandatory pro-
grams rolling out across the university: delivering 
courses via the Virtual Learning Environment 
(Moodle) and providing personal development 
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planning (PDP) frameworks for students. Future 
user-education events need to state explicitly, both 
in the publicity and during the sessions, the ways 
in which electronic services can be directly inte-
grated into the delivery of high-quality PDP and 
Moodle courses. Equally, our programmes need to 
be integrated into institution-wide VLE/PDP sup-
port events and structures such as ‘Moodle week’ 
to form a true partnership between the VLE and 
the library’s electronic resources in the future. 
With thanks to Enid Pryce-Jones (deputy director of 
library & learning resources) and Mark Brown (elec-
tronic services librarian).
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